HIST 338-002: Climate Change and Environmental Justice in America by Maher, Neil
New Jersey Institute of Technology 
Digital Commons @ NJIT 
History Syllabi NJIT Syllabi 
Spring 2021 
HIST 338-002: Climate Change and Environmental Justice in 
America 
Neil Maher 
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.njit.edu/hist-syllabi 
Recommended Citation 
Maher, Neil, "HIST 338-002: Climate Change and Environmental Justice in America" (2021). History 
Syllabi. 81. 
https://digitalcommons.njit.edu/hist-syllabi/81 
This Syllabus is brought to you for free and open access by the NJIT Syllabi at Digital Commons @ NJIT. It has 
been accepted for inclusion in History Syllabi by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons @ NJIT. For more 
information, please contact digitalcommons@njit.edu. 
 
 HIST 338: Climate Change and Environmental 




















Prof. Neil Maher (he/him/his) 
maher@njit.edu 









Cullimore Hall, 329 (not being used this semester) 
 
Tuesdays & Thursdays, 11:00 a.m. – 1:00 p.m. and by appointment.  You can attend these office 
hours in the following three ways: 
 
● Sign up for a specific slot during these hours on our Canvas page 
● Simply “drop in” during these hours to my personal WebEx room at: 
https://njit.webex.com/meet/mahernjit.edu  
● Email me with a specific day/time you would like to meet 
 
You can find easy click-able links for each of these options at the top of our Canvas page under 
“Course Resources.” 
 
Overview Throughout human history, people’s relationship to nature has always been influenced by power.  
While some groups of people have the authority to gain access to nature, to transform it into 
natural resources for profit, and then to distance themselves from the negative consequences of 
such use, other groups do not.  This environmental inequality can stem from obvious differences 
involving race, class, and gender, but is often also based on more subtle distinctions involving age, 
physical disability, sexual orientation, political affiliation, and cultural practice.  In all cases, 
however, while the powerful tend to reap nature’s benefits, the weak pay the price. This lecture 
course examines this longstanding, unequal relationship to nature in North America from the 
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contact period to the present.  Class meetings will consist of a mixture of lectures, discussion, 




There are four major objectives for this course.  
  
● To familiarize students with the long history of environmental inequality in North 
America and what became the United States. 
 
● To develop in students the ability to think critically about major historical questions, to 
read primary historical sources analytically, and to articulate interpretations of the past 
based on the reading of these primary source materials. 
 
● To help students develop good writing and critical reading skills. 
 




































Throughout the semester I take attendance, and both your attendance as well as how you 
participate in class matter for your final grade. This is especially important since 15% of your 
grade depends on your class participation.  Such participation should involve active listening and 
engagement — more than simply showing up. 
 
WebEx Privacy Issues: I expect everyone to have their audio AND video on during our online class 
meetings.  This will ensure active participation by everyone.  If for privacy reasons you would like 





Reading assignments will average 75-100 pages per week, and will consist of three books, a few 
articles, as well as primary historical documents that we will read and discuss in class.  You are 
expected to have completed the reading assignment BEFORE class, since our discussions may 
draw directly on the readings for that week.  When reading, try not only to understand the 
factual information being presented, but also to think critically about the author’s argument.   
 
Required Texts: You must purchase the books for the class.  All three are currently available in 
the NJIT bookstore in inexpensive paperback editions.  You can also find them in even cheaper 
used editions online.  But either way, make sure you purchase a hard copy of each book, since we 
will be referring to them while in class. 
 
● William Cronon, Changes in the Land: Indians Colonists, and the Ecology of New 
England 
● Charles Rosenberg, The Cholera Years: The United States in 1832, 1849, and 1866 

































Short Papers: Throughout the semester you will be required to write three short papers no longer 
than four pages in length.  The papers will be in response to the three books we are reading 
during the term.  For each assignment I will provide a question beforehand, which you will then 
go on to answer in your paper.  You will be graded on both your ideas and your writing. 
 
Mid-Term and Final Exams:  This course on climate change and environmental justice will include 
two exams (one covering the first half of the course, and a second covering the second half).  
Both will draw on material from lectures, discussions, films, the assigned readings, and primary 
historical documents.  Each exam will consist of three different types of questions: identification 
questions in which you will be asked to define a give term, event, or person; short answer 
questions involving a one or two sentence description of a given concept; and longer essay 




Consistent effort and improvement will be weighted heavily in grading, which will be 
apportioned as follows: 
 
● Attendance and Participation:    15% 
● Short Papers:      45% (15% each) 
● Mid-Term and Final Exam    40% (20% each) 
   
Late Submissions: Written Assignments will lose one grade for every day late (A to A-, A- to B+). 













All Students should be aware that the Federated History Department takes the NJIT and Rutgers 
honor codes seriously and enforces them strictly.  Because of the nature of our assignments, if 
you plagiarize it will be obvious and I will be forced to report such actions to the Dean of 
Students. If you are caught plagiarizing, you will fail the course for the semester. 
 
 
The history department at NJIT has seven full-time faculty members, and is part of the 
Federated History Department at NJIT—Rutgers University, Newark.  There are 17 faculty 
members across the street in the Rutgers, Newark history department. Because these two 
departments are Federated, NJIT and Rutgers students can take history courses offered at either 
institution. The NJIT History Department also offers a minor in history.  On the graduate level, 
the Federated Department of History also administers a joint Rutgers—NJIT master’s program in 
history, which offers two joint degrees: the Master of Arts (MA) and the Master of Arts in 
Teaching (MAT).  Fields of concentration are available in American History, World History, and 
the History of Technology, Environment and Medicine/Health. Application is made to the 




Part I Defining Environmental Justice 
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New York Times, front page 
 
 
The Long History of Environmental Inequality 
Required Reading:  
Cole & Foster, From the Ground Up: Environmental Racism and the Rise of the 
Environmental Justice Movement, pps. 1-33. 
 
In-Class Discussion: 
Cole & Foster (make sure you read it BEFORE class) 
 
Part II Native American-Colonial Contact 
 
 









Cronon, Changes in the Land, vii-33 
 
 
Land Becomes Property 
Required Reading: 
Cronon, Changes in the Land, 34-81 
 
Part III Nature’s Economy 
 
 








Required Reading:  
Cronon, Changes in the Land, 82-107 
 
 
Early Industrial Inequalities 
Required Reading: 
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Discussion: Cronon’s Changes in the Land 
Required Reading: 
Cronon, Changes in the Land, 157-186 (finish book BEFORE class) 
 
 
Stealing New York’s Water 
Required Reading: 
Rosenberg, Cholera Years, 1-39 
 
















Taming the “Wild West” 
Required Reading: 
Rosenberg, Cholera Years, 40-81 
 
Assignment: First Paper Due (Cronon) 
 
 
Settling the Frontier 
Required Reading: 
Rosenberg, Cholera Years, 82-98 
Part V Urbanization 
 
 











The Rise of Cities 
Required Reading: 
Rosenberg, Cholera Years, 99-132 
 
 
Newark’s Water Pollution Problem 
Required Reading: 











Review for First Exam 
Required Reading: 




No Required Reading: Study for exam 
 






Conservation, Parks, and People 
6 









Rosenberg, Cholera Years, 213-234 
 
 
Discussion: Charles Rosenberg’s Cholera Years    
Required Reading: 










NO CLASS – SPRING BREAK 
Required Reading: 
















Curing the Urban Environment 
Required Reading: 
Hurley, Environmental Inequalities, 1-45 
 
Assignment: Second Paper Due (Rosenberg) 
 
 
New Deal Injustices 
Required Reading: 
Hurley, Environmental Inequalities, 46-76 
 
Part VII Suburbanization and Urban Decay 
 
 











Hurley, Environmental Inequalities, 77-110 
 
 
The Newark Rebellion 
Required Reading: 







Part VIII The Environmental Justice Movement and Climate Change 
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Discussion: Hurley’s Environmental Inequalities  
Required Reading: 
Hurley, Environmental Inequalities, 136-182 (finish book BEFORE class) 
 
 
The Environmental Justice Movement 
Required Reading: 


















Newark’s Ironbound Community Corporation 
Required Reading: 
Sara Grossman, “Off the Rails,” on Newest Americans 
Required Watching: 
“Dirty Little Secrets” (NJ Public Radio) 
 
Assignment: Third Paper Due (Hurley) 
 
 
The Science of Climate Change 
Required Reading: 












Unnatural Disasters of the Anthropocene 
Required Reading: 
To be determined. 
 
 
COVID and Climate Change 
Required Reading: 










Review for Second Exam 
Required Reading: None 
 
Second Exam (In Class) 
Required Reading: None 
 
